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There is no document of civilization that is not at the same time a document of
barbarism.—Walter Benjamin 1

It’s no secret today that the “land of the free” is home to the world’s largest prison system.
Appropriately—as opposed to ironically—America also plays host to a growing number of
museums.
The development of these two seemingly antithetical institutions has virtually mirrored
each other over the last 25 years. Though diametrically opposed in terms of public engagement,
class representation and civic pride, prisons and museums have become complementary
structures. Not only do both institutions employ related visual and spatial methods to store
valuable objects and dangerous people, they also constitute the engines that drive affiliated
economic sectors. If museums represent the leading edge of real estate and architectural
speculation, prisons prove the staging ground for new technologies of surveillance and control.
The United States has the highest number of incarcerated persons and the highest rate of
incarceration in the world. Year after year it beats out countries with much larger populations
(India and China) and even more draconian systems of justice (Russia and the Philippines) for
the distinction of having the largest number of its own residents in jail. According to a 2018
report from the Bureau of Justice Statistics (BJS), American prisons held nearly 2.2 million
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adults in 2016. For every 100,000 people, 655 of them are behind bars. If America’s prison
population were a city, it would be the fifth largest in the country. Another way of sizing up the
US prison population: more people live behind bars in the United States than reside in cities such
as Milwaukee, Philadelphia, and Dallas. 2
Museums, for their part, today significantly outnumber the country’s biggest fast-food
chains. According to a 2014 data release by the Institute of Museum and Library Services
(IMLS), there are roughly eleven thousand Starbucks locations in the United States and about
fourteen thousand McDonald’s restaurants. Combined, the two chains don't come close to the
number of museums in the country, which runs to a whopping thirty-five thousand. 3
Museums and prisons have long been located at opposite ends of the popular imagination.
Despite presently constituting repositories of substantial private and public monies, their
populations rarely if ever intersect. So what, you might ask, is the point of drawing a connection
between the two? The answer is both instructive and illuminating. In an economy characterized
by rampant inequality, both kinds of institutions (as well as universities, which often study
prisons and contain museums) embody different sides of the same social coin. Not incidentally,
the United States has experienced a joint boom in museum and prison expansion since the 1970s
that has tripled the number of these establishments. They have become, in the words of the artist

2

Danielle Kaeble and Mary Cowhig (U.S. Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, Bureau of Justice
Statistics), “Correctional Population in the United States, 2016,” www.bjs.gov/content/pub/pdf/cpus16.pdf, April
2018, NCJ 251211.
3
Kirstin Fawcett, “Museums Outnumber Starbucks and McDonalds Locations in the U.S.,”
http://mentalfloss.com/article/72334/museums-outnumber-starbucks-and-mcdonalds-locations-us, (December 10,
2015).

2

and author Andrea Fraser, “the bookend institutions of our increasingly polarized society—
institutions that celebrate freedom, and institutions that revoke that freedom.” 4
According to Fraser—who penned a barnburner of an essay titled “L’1% C’est Moi” 5 in
2011 before taking on the relationship between art institutions and prisons in a 2016 installation
at the Whitney Museum of American Art titled Down the River—museums were created and are
maintained “as the embodiment of our ideals and aspirations.” In contrast, prisons have long
operated as deterrents that detain and house humans beings while actively promoting the belief
that “actually taking care of people” fosters laziness and immorality. 6
Per Fraser’s forensic approach, the two types of institutions embody opposing forces.
Museums increasingly serve as “warehouses of wealth, capturing surplus in the form of artworks
that are no longer financially productive.” Prisons, in contrast, “are institutions that warehouse
surplus labor and populations that have been economically excluded from the labor market.” 7
As a primer for her installation—which looped fifty-five minutes of audio from New
York’s infamous Sing Sing Correctional Facility into 18,200 square feet of otherwise empty
museum exhibition space overlooking the Hudson River—Fraser set out various similarities and
differences between both types of establishments in the form of a didactic wall text. Among her
observations: since the 1970s museum attendance has grown steadily by a factor of ten, while the
population of US prisons has increased some 700 percent. Museums, and in particular art
museums, celebrate freedom and showcase invention; prisons revoke freedom and punish
transgression. Art museums are designed by renowned architects, often with the express
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intention of having them become centerpieces of urban development. Prisons, in contrast, have
long been built far away from affluent towns and cities, so as to render them practically invisible
to those not directly affected by incarceration.
Still, Fraser explains, “despite (or perhaps because of) their extreme differences,” 8
prisons and museums have increasingly come to be seen as intimately linked in a society riven
by disparities in income, race, class, and geography. The gulf that separates these institutions,
she and others suggest, indicates more than just society’s inevitable penal fallout, in which the
rule of law impartially applied results in one group of citizens enjoying freedom while another
languishes in detention facilities. It signals, instead, the calculus of a deliberately lopsided and
volatile equation.
A second arts- and artist-led effort devoted to tracing the connections between these
contrasting institutions—this one at the Contemporary Arts Museum Houston (CAMH) in
2018—put Fraser’s question even more succinctly: how is a museum like a prison? A critical
inspection of the American criminal justice system in the form of an exhibition that is also
devoted to examining the museum and its activities, CAMH’s display and parallel programming
sought to implicate museums everywhere as occupying the same landscape of money and power
as prisons. If the portrait the museum’s exhibition painted was one in which mass incarceration
was central to American society, then the image of the museum resembled the warden’s house on
the hill.
Titled Walls Turned Sideways: Artists Confront the Justice System, after Angela Davis’s
observation that “walls turned sideways are bridges,” the exhibition—organized by guest curator
Risa Puleo, who also happens to be a contributor to this volume—featured works that,
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individually and together, echoed the work of scholars and activists like Davis, Ruth Wilson
Gilmore, Michelle Alexander, and Elizabeth Hinton. The chief purpose for both artists and
scholars: to examine and counter the prison-industrial complex’s narrative of redemption while
highlighting its centuries-long perpetuation of Jim Crow–era disenfranchisement, its tangled
history of financial interests, and its enduring legacy of racial violence.
Among the works on view was Shaun Leonardo’s Central Park 5 (Drawings 1–5) (2017),
a suite of drawings of the trial of the wrongfully convicted Central Park Five (although the men
were exonerated using DNA evidence, the public archive of the court of law has yet to be
corrected). Also on view was Titus Kaphar’s pencil rendering of a mug shot: the image described
either the features of the artist’s father or those of one of ninety-nine other men who happen to
share the same name. A third crucial contribution to Walls Turned Sideways presented a graph
that mapped data suggesting that the art world’s economic motivations are substantially similar
to those that drive mass incarceration. Compiled by Fraser, Index II (2014) superimposes several
soaring metrics: the number of museums in the United States, the country’s prison population,
the value of the art market, and an index of income inequality.
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By proposing the idea that accumulation of wealth by the 1 percent (a category to which
an overwhelming number of trustees of American museums belong) is intimately connected to
skyrocketing rates of incarceration, Fraser’s analysis raises fundamental questions for museums
everywhere. Among them: How can right-thinking art institutions claim to carry the banner of
6

social justice while fueling an uneven accumulation of wealth in a society that criminalizes
poverty? How can the museum’s narrative of redemption be maintained in an economic and
educational environment that polarizes American society into haves and have-nots? And finally,
what role do artists, artworks, museum folks, and audiences play in all this?
These are just some of the questions the Haggerty Museum of Art and the Milwaukee Art
Museum took on directly in a pair of topical exhibitions—Sable Elyse Smith: Ordinary Violence
at the Haggerty and The San Quentin Project: Nigel Poor and the Men of San Quentin State
Prison at the Milwaukee Art Museum—and in a rousing, self-reflexive three-day symposium
that brought together artists, experts from across the country, and local groups to consider the
relationship between museums and prisons. Besides considering ways in which the arts and arts
education can help transform attitudes toward inmates and the criminal justice system, the
symposium proposed the museum as a privileged if complicit site from which to address some
highly troubling aspects of American life.
Titled “The Milwaukee Model: Envisioning the Role of the Arts in Criminal Justice
Reform,” the symposium encouraged taking ownership of the country’s most urgent social
problems while discouraging the sort of institutional “neutrality” that prefers silence and false
equivalences over the promotion of free speech and ethical clarity. By actively suggesting the
idea that museum “neutrality” is very much in the eye of the beholder and, as such, should be up
for constant questioning, the organizers of “The Milwaukee Model”—curators Emilia Layden
and Lisa J. Sutcliffe—proposed a critical model for greater museum inclusiveness, programming,
deliberation, and community action geared toward social justice.
Put into a nutshell, the organizers’ mission statement might read like so: in situations of
great injustice—like that engendered by “the new Jim Crow,” as America’s carceral crisis has
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museums around the country must reject the idea that avoiding glaring issues of race, poverty,
and policy is beneficial for institutions, their employees, or their audiences.
While the exhibitions put together by the Haggerty and the Milwaukee Art Museum
invited audiences to discover how images of incarcerated populations promote critical skills and
encourage questioning of power structures, the symposium’s activities—workshops, discussions,
and the effective gathering of experts across disciplines that included art, social work, psychiatry,
and the law—examined ways in which art museums can act as catalysts in pushing forward
conversations about fundamental issues like systemic poverty, racial inequality, and criminal
justice.
A genuine template for other museums, “The Milwaukee Model” chose to proactively
embrace a salutary change that is in the air among museums in the United States and elsewhere
while drafting the museum as a site for exchange about the era’s most urgent questions. Rather
than draw the curtain over the prison hiding behind the museum, it pulled it back and let the
sunlight in.
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